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7 Econoinics 
Bert Wheeler 
Ir is difficult to define "Christian economics." 1 Some philoso-
phers and theologians believe that even to think of Christian eco-
nomics is misguided, as Rona ld H. Nash says: "There is no such 
thing as revealed economics. There is no such thing as positive 
Chri stian economics. The distinction that counts is that between 
good and bad economics . I make no attempt to deduce a system of 
economics from the Bible . Such an activity strikes me as muddle-
head ed as an attempt to deduce a theory of the solar system from 
th e Bible ."2 However, Nash explains that he does not mean that 
on e 's thoughts on economics should be isolated from Scripture or 
de tach ed from a Chri stian worldview. If an economic theory is 
tru e, it will be congruou s with Scripture and a worldview based on 
bibli a l reve lation. 
By co ntra st, Ga ry North tates that "the Decalogue itself is th e 
I Some author, have t ried 10 lormulate an exp li ci tl y Ch ri,1ia n eco nom ic, . Th e re~ ult \ 
llave been variable and wholly inrnmi,tent. 
2 Pove11y and Wealth fhe ( h11!ilia11 Debate over Capitali.1111 (We~1d1e,1 e r, Ill. : Cro,,way, 
198()) , 12 
135 
136 Opening the American Mind 
mast r plan, the blueprint for biblical social order. These law have 
very definite economic implication . This sort of thinking is foreign 
to virtually all modern Christian social and economic thinkers, 
whether conservative or liberal, Protestant or Catholic. "3 
In my opinion, the Bible does not contain an explicit blueprint 
for economic . Economics is as old as humanity, but it has existed 
as a discipline for just over two hundred years. 4 Economics traces 
its birth as a "science" to the publication in 1776 of Adam Smith's 
Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. It was 
around that time that capitalism developed both in North America 
and on the European continent. To insist that capitalism existed at 
the time of the writing of the Bible is both erroneous and irrele-
vant. Ancient economies were motivated by reciprocity and redis-
tribution and consequently were stagnant. Individuals performed 
economic duties for one another in return for a reciprocal task. A 
certain portion of one's produce was brought to a central storage 
facility to protect against unforeseen contingencies. This is not to 
say that markets did not exist, but rather that there was no market 
economy. Individuals did meet to buy and sell, but few were totally 
dependent upon commerce for their survival. 
The encumbrance of capitalism on ancient economies points to 
the need to avoid the "deductive impulse" 5 when ascertaining the 
proper relationship between the Bible and economics. The deduc-
tive impulse occurs when one takes specific historical situations in 
operation at the time of the writing of Scripture and treats them as 
if they were God-ordained for all time. Giving in to the deductive 
impulse in relation to the command in 2 Timothy 4: 13 would 
involve packing one's bags and setting sail for Troas! If one were to 
follow the deductive impulse it would be possible to deduce that 
the Book of Acts endorses socialism. Acts 2:44-47 and 4:32-35 
clearly indicate that there was a sharing of goods. Does one con-
clude that socialism is the economic sy tern the New Testament 
supports? No, the second and fourth chapters of Acts detail a spe-
3. The Sinai Stra tegy: Economics and the Ten Commandments (Ty le r, Tex .: Th e Institute fo r 
Chris ti a n Econo mics, 1986) , 7 . No rth ta kes seve ra l pages o f his int rodu ctio n to a ttack Nas h 
as a "co n se rvati ve protes ta nt econ o mi c antin o mian ." 
4 . E o no mics is as o ld as fa ll e n man . Be fo re the fa ll , the re w as no n eed to m a ke eco -
n o mic decisio ns in the sa m e way w e do today. 
5. Ta ke n fro m a lecture by Ro n a ld Nas h de livered April 7, 198 9, a t a Co nfe re n ce o n 
hri sti a n Econ o mics spo n so red by th e Ce nt e r fo r Bu sin ess and Go ve rnm e nt a t Libe rt y 
Uni ve rsit y a nd th e o nt e mpo ra ry Econ o mics a nd Busin ess Associa ti o n (CE BA ). 
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cific historical situation confronted by God's people according to his 
will. The community of goods in Acts does not encourage socialism 
as a sys tem.6 Another example of the deductive impulse is to say 
that the Bible favors a return to a metallic-based currency simpl y 
because Scripture speaks in terms of weights and measures when 
referring to money. A return to currency backed by precious metals 
may very well be consistent with a Christian worldview, 7 but not 
because the Bible speaks in terms of precious metals. Scripture 
describes monetary transactions in terms of precious metal because 
precious metals were the commodity that functioned as mon ey at 
the time of the writing of the Old Testament. 
One should avoid searching for a simple economic blueprint in 
Scripture and refrain from the urge to follow the deductive 
impulse. At the same time, one should seek to start from an explic-
itly Christian worldview. In the field of economics it is extremely 
difficult to know truth apart from the absolute standard of the 
Bible; individuals have arrived at opposite conclusions when iden-
tify ing .a "good" and "true" system of political economy. Proponents 
of a Marxist solution believe just as strongly as those who favor an 
allocation of resources by a free market that their system is the 
only system. This difference of opinion over the best economic sys -
tem is not limited to secular scholars. Well-meaning Christians 
have proposed different versions of economic "truth" as supposedly 
revealed in the Bible .8 It is correct that God is the author of all 
tru th, and that all truth is God's truth; but with economics, the 
actual determination of truth is in itself an insurmountable ta sk 
without the aid of an obj ective standard explaining the foundations 
of ocial reality. One's economics is unqu estionably effected by the 
way one views the world, by how one thinks the world works. The 
6 . This was a specifi c exam ple whe re th e sha rin g o f goods was vo lu n tary. 
7 . There is a movem e nt among co nse rva tive Chri stians fo r a re turn to a m e ta lli c- backed 
rnrrency or even a free marke t in m o ney. Th is is due 10 a des ire to e ra di ca te th e imm o ra l 
redi stributive e ft ects (the ft ) tha t res ul t fr o m infla tio n inh e ren t in o ur curre n t m o ne ta ry sys-
tem . Remova l o f in fl a ti o n wo uld be co mmen sura te w it h p rice le ve l sta bi lity or "h onest 
money." In ac tua lity it i\ no t n ecessa ry to have a curre n cy backed by go ld o r silve r to ach ieve 
price level stabili ty. Stabi lity co uld be achieved by stripping the Federa l Rese rve o f a ll d isc re-
llonary policymaking power. The Fed sh o uld p roceed acco rdin g to a precise mo11eta1y rule. 
Specifically, the ra te o f growth o f th e m oney suppl y shou ld be equ a l to the ra te of growth o f 
output adju'> ted for cha n ges in th e ve locit y o f m o n ey. Thi s wou ld lea d to h o ne , t money. 
8 . Witness the c.hasm be tween the libera ti o n th eo log ia m (Ma rxi'> t'> ) a nd th eonomi'> t '> o r 
rewnstructioni,t s (free market) . Both o f these gro up , cla im to be h ri \lia n a nd be li eve th e 
Bible supports their posi tion . Obviomly, ei th er o n e o r bo th o f the m mu , t be w ro ng. 
138 Opening the American Mind 
Bible alone has God's special revelation of the true human condi-
tion and environment. Hence, Christians should be able to develop 
economic theory based on the way the world actually does work. 
To be truly biblical, one's worldview must by necessity explicitly 
refer to Scripture. One should start from Scripture, not reasoning 
deductively, but inductively. To start from specific historical circum-
stances and attempt to define economic reality on the basis of what 
was done in the past is to open the door to any interpretation that 
happens to strike one's imagination. One must garner specific prin-
ciples from the Bible that deal with economic matters and then 
apply those principles to today's historical situation. One must 
build economic theory from what the Bible says about human 
nature and the human condition. 
Economic theory that is based on a solidly biblical worldview 
will not be applicable exclusively to Christians. 9 It will be equally 
apropos to individuals of any religious or ethnic group. A biblically 
based economics will transcend the labels liberal or conservative. It 
will not necessarily be "capitalistic" or "socialistic." Economic 
theory derived from a biblical understanding will simply be correct. 
The Biblical Basis for a Christian View of Economics 
The Bible makes certain assertions that are directly pertinent to 
economics. In turn, we can use these data to formulate some basic 
principles of political economy. 
Individual Responsibility 
According to Udo Middelmann, "the Bible says remarkably little 
about business practice and systems for the distribution of 
wealth. "10 Most of the references to economics in Scripture refer 
to individuals and their relationship to wealth, not to specific eco-
nomic systems. "The Bible enters its concern on persons." 11 
Proverbs indicates that one source of poverty is the actions of indi-
viduals. Idleness (Prov. 6:10-11), parsimoniousness (Prov. 11:24), 
9. This does n o t impl y tha t Chri stians have no grea te r res po n sibilit y to th e poor tha n 
n o n -C hri sti a ns. If fact, Chri sti a n s do have a uniq u e res po nsibility a nd right to sha re mate ria l 
things with th ose in n eed , pa rti cul a rl y those o f the h o u se ho ld o f God (Ga l. 6: 10). 
10 . "Pe rso nal Effo rt , Co ntributi o n , a n d M e rit a s th e Prim a ry Bibli cal Gro unds for 
Distributing Wealth ," in Biblical Principles and Business: The Foundations, vo l. I o f Christians in 
the Ma rketplace, 4 vo ls., ed . Ri ch a rd C. Ch ewning (Co lo rado Springs, Colo.: Navpress, 1989). 
186. 
11 . Ibid . 
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hedonism (Prov. 21:17), drunkenness and gluttony (Prov. 23:21), 
and foolish endeavors (Prov. 28: 19) are given as reasons for 
poverty. These verses do not imply that individuals are always 
responsible for their own poverty or that everyone who practices 
bad ha bits will be poor. 
Other causes of poverty include calamity, exploitation, and per-
sonal sacrifice .12 Calamity is beyond the control of the individual 
and may reduce not only individuals but also entire societies to 
poverty. Exploitation involves governments, businesses, or individ-
uals taking unfair advantage of people under their control. 
Personal sacrifice might be referred to as voluntary poverty and 
include full-time volunteers or people who give away large por-
tions of their income. 
One implication of the verses from Proverbs is that most people 
in a free democratic society should not attribute their individual 
wealth or their poverty to other people. People are responsible for 
their economic situation. In some situations ( e.g., theft, slavery, or 
totalitarian control), one individual may very well be responsible 
for another's poverty. Individuals in a society where political and 
economic freedoms are curtailed may well find themselves shack-
led by tyranny and unable to pull themselves out of their economic 
situation . One economic system is more conducive to economic 
growth than another economic system. Capitalism is the only orga-
nizational pattern that allows and is instrumental in the accumula-
tion of economic wealth and hence the eradication of poverty. 
What is important in the current socioeconomic situation in the 
United States (i.e., interventionist welfare state) is that individuals 
assume re ponsibility for their situation. The economic infrastruc-
ture in the United States does allow for resource mobility. People 
who are dissatisfied with their econom ic situation may choose to 
move to a different city or state in search of monetary success. 
Another lesson that one must glea n from Scripture's emphasis 
on individual is that economics shou ld focus on the behavior of 
the individual and how an individual might chang th e econom ic 
system . One annot hope to formulate an economic system that 
will provide a utopian environment be a use the ultimate problem 
li es with individual sin. To attempt to change individuals through a 
12. [ Cal in Bei\ner, Prospenty and Poverty. The Compassionate Use of Resources in a World of 
Seu/City (We'>tdle'>ter, Ill .. Lr<Mway, I 988), I 94-98. 
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sp cific economic system is to commit the "enlightenment error. I 3 
Any economic theory that reflects a Chri tian worldview must real-
ize that there is no alvation in a particular ystem. 
Scarcity and Insatiability of Wants 
The basis for the discipline of economics is the scarcity of 
resources coupled with the innate propensity of human beings to 
want more. If resources were not scarce, there would be no eco-
nomics because needs and wants would be readily fulfilled. Scarcity 
and the insatiability of desires ultimately originate in the fall, and 
so any correct economic theory must conform to the biblical 
account of man's fall. 
To Adam he said, "Because you listened to your wife and ate 
from the tree about which I commanded you, 'You must not eat of 
it, ' Cursed is the ground because of you ; through painful toil you 
will eat of it all the days of your life. It will produce thorns and this-
tles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field . By the sweat of 
your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, 
since from it you were taken; for dust you are, and to dust you will 
return." [Gen. 3: 17-19] 
At least two results of the fall directly influence the discipline of 
economics . The first is the fact that humanity is destined to "toil" 
for its livelihood. The fall imposed constraints such that we cannot 
easily provide for our material needs and wants . This lack of usable 
resources is known as scarcity. 14 The second result of the fall that 
directly effects economics relates to the effect of original sin on 
desires. Post-fall desires are effectively insatiable. When people 
ach ieve goa ls set for themselves, they can find no satisfaction. The 
relationship that Adam and Eve had with God in the Garden of 
Eden is lost. Until one's relationship with God is set right, people 
wi ll not find complete, permanent gratification of their inmost 
desires. They will attempt to fill the void caused by the absence of a 
13. He rbe rt Schl ossbe rg, Ido ls fo r Destruction: Christian Faith and Its Confrontation with 
American Society (Na hvill e: Tho m as Ne lson , I 983 ). This is a the m e running througho ut the 
boo k . 
14. "An ite m is a sca rce good if th e a m o unt ava ilabl e (o ffe red to users) is les tha n the 
a m o unt peopl e w o uld wa nt if it w e re g ive n a w ay free o f charge ." See Roy J . Ruffin a nd 
Pa ul R. Grego ry, Principles of Economics , 5th ed . (Gl e nvi ew, Ill .: Sco tt , Fo res man , and 
Co mpany, I 988) , 32 . 
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right relationship with God with material possessions or som e 
other object that is not God. 15 
Economics itself derives from the fall. If there had been no fall 
there would be no economics. When Adam and Eve were in the 
garden " ... they could do as they pleased ... [they] refus[ed] to 
worry about time, [and] it is possible that they had no concept of 
scarcity." 16 With no concept of scarcity there would be no need to 
economize; economic decision would be virtually nonexistent. Even 
if one recognizes that time was not infinite for Adam and Eve (and 
hence scarce), they had communion with God . He met both their 
needs and wants. Economics had its birth with the fall of man. 
Humanity's Sinful Nature 
"Political economy," writes Michael Novak, "must deal with 
humans as they are." 17 For an economic theory to be correct it 
must recognize the fact of universal sin, the essence of which is 
selfishness . It must also be recognized that our sinful nature leads 
us to abuse power; as Lord Acton observed, "Power corrupts, and 
absolute power corrupts absolutely." For these reasons, an eco-
nomic system that treats humanity as perfectible is destined to fail. 
(This view of humanity was held by Karl Marx, who believed that 
human nature was de termined by the economic environment. 
Wh en one eradicated capitalism, humans would be free to pursue 
noble goa ls.18 Fixation with an economic system, however, rather 
than concentration on individuals in the system, leads to tyrannical 
control and callousness about human life, 19 as the murderous 
escapades of communist regimes show.) 
I 5. In Idols, chap . 3, Sch lossbe rg presents an exce ll e nt discussion of the idola try of mam-
mon . See also Beisner, Prosperity, chap. I . 
16. Gary orth, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis (Ty ler, Tex .: Institute for hris t ian 
conomics, 1982) , 111 - 12 . 
17 . Michael Novak, "The Id eal of Democratic api ta li sm," in Is Capitalism Chris1ia11? ed. 
Franky Schaeffer (Westchester, Ill. : rossway, 1985) , 52. 
18. The best summa ry of Marxist though t is by Thomas Sowell in Marxism: Philosophy and 
hconomics (New York : Morrow, 1985) . 
19. Thi'> is an ex trem e example of what Sch lossbe rg ca ll s the "E nlightenment mistake " 
(Idols, J 05) . The Enlight enmen t error occurs when one a ttribut e\ problems, and hence sug-
ge'>h <,olutions, to elemen ts of one\ environmen t, including th e economic system. The par-
ticular quote i'> taken from a section of ldol5 in which Schlossberg is criticizing the Austrian 
Sd1ool ol economic thought. The Austrian School is perhaps the most free -market oriented 
ot any s(hool of economic thought and 1s hence espoused by many conserva ti ve Cl ristians . 
However, members of the Austrian Sd1ool do believe tha t \o lution to economic problem\ 
may be found by changmg thee onomi system, not by changing the person . 
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By contrast, Jesus was the perfect opposite of se lfishness. He did 
acknowledge that there is a proper love of self, which, in the words 
of Henry C. Thiessen, "constitutes the basis of self-respect, se lf-
preservation, self-improvement, and of a proper regard for others. 
None of this is inherently sinful." 20 Economists have long recog-
nized that a certain self-interest, as opposed to selfishness, is both 
natural and healthy. Correct economics must first deal with indi-
vidual behavior and then work to restrain the totalitarianism that 
will emerge if individuals are given too much power. Economic 
theory based on a Christian worldview must reflect the individual 's 
self-interest without promoting selfishness. It must devise a system 
of checks and balances to avoid concentration of power. 
Justice 
Good economics must conform to biblical concepts of justice. If 
an economic system is not just, it will not long remain a workable 
system. The inhabitants of the country will eventually rebel. 21 
There are two images of justice in the Bible. 22 One deals with con-
formity to a right standard and implies that it is necessary to have 
truthfulness in all economic transactions . All behavior is judged by 
the same standards, " . .. the same standards apply equally to all 
people in all relationships. "2 3 The second image of justice in the 
Bible says that ·one must give to each according to what is due . 
Compensation is rendered according to what an individual has pro-
duced. In labor transactions (i.e., wages or salaries) this entails pay-
ing each person according to his marginal productivity. 24 
Classical and Christian traditions lead one to similar results about 
what is just for individuals and hence what is just for a society 
composed of those individuals . Classical tradition relies heavily on 
natural law for its basis, while Christian tradition is based on the 
20 . He nry C. Thiessen, Lectures in Systematic Th eology, rev. Vernon C. Doerksen (Gra nd 
Rapids: Ee rdmans, 198 1 ), 174-75 . 
21. There are many examples of revolt and rebellion against communist dictatorships. 
Perha ps the clea rest example in the minds of many Westerners is the protests in China dur-
ing Apri l and May 1989. Via satellite one wa_s able to see daily the students demonstrating 
for freedom-and the inevitable crackdown by the Chinese government. 
22. Beisner, Prosperity, 43 . 
23 . Ibid. , 44. 
24. Marginal productivity is the "in crease in output per period that results from increas-
ing the factor by one unit, holding a ll other inputs and the level of technology fixed. " Ruffin 
and Gregory, Principles, 748 . See James Gwartney and Richard Stroup, Microeconomics: Private 
and Public Choice, 5th ed. (Sa n Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich , 1987) , 268-70, for a dis-
cussion pertaining to th e difficulties of app lying this criterion in a modern economy. 
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Torah as well as natural law. Romans 2: 14- 15 declares that the 
Gentiles "do by nature things required by the law" and that the 
"requirements of the law are written on their hearts. " "Thus 
Christian thought widely recognizes that the fundamental require-
ments of God's law are recognized by all men everywhere ."25 
While the "natural man" does not accept spiritual matters ( 1 Cor. 
2: 14), he can and does recognize righteousness. Hence, biblical law 
and natural law are in harmony. If natural law conflicts with the 
clear revelation of Scripture, natural man has distorted the general 
revelation of God, and the distorted "natural law" is not truth or 
law. By developing an economic theory consistent with correctly 
interpreted natural law one will provide the ethical basis necessary 
to conduct business in a pluralistic society. 26 
Creation in the Image of God 
We are created in the image of God. Because of this creative 
endowment, we are rational, moral, and able to execute volitional 
judgments.27 Correct economic theory must be consonant with that 
ratioriality, morality, and free agency. We are also imbued with a 
certain amount of creativity. An economic system that encourages 
creativity will encourage the creation of wealth . An economic sys-
tem that stifles creativity will also suppress the creation of wealth 
and will by its very nature fail to eradicate poverty to the extent 
which a system that promotes creativity will eradicate poverty. 
"The God of the Bible is a Person who thinks, feels, and acts .... 
Man made in the image of this God, is defined by God's intentions 
and actions. The emphasis on the human being as a choice-maker 
in th e image of the Creator is central to the Bible ."28 Because we 
are able to make rational judgments, the incentive structure is all-
important. An inc ntive structure that sanctions thrift, hard work, 
and hon sty will lead beings created in the image of their Maker to 
produ ce th e ma ximum possible wealth given the constraints they 
fa e. An economi system that fails to induce individuals to labor to 
th eir potential will not be con sistent with individuals who are 
25 . Beisner, Prosperity, 45 . 
26 . onnan L. Gei\ler, "Natura l Law and Busi n ess Ethi cs," in Biblica l Principle:, and 
Bu:,11w,:, The f,oundatiom, vol. I o f ChriHians in the Marketplace, 4 vo l\., ed . Ri chard C. 
Chewning (Colorado Springs, o lo .: Nav press, 1989) , 162 . 
27 . Chari 'S Hodge, Systematic Theology 2 :96- 97, ited by Thi e\\l'll, Uctures i11 .\yste111atic 
Theology, 155 . 
28 . Middelmann , "Personal llort," 187 . 
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made in the image of God. It would encourage idleness, stinginess, 
pleasure seeking, and dishonesty. These behaviors are at the root of 
the poverty people want to eliminate . Perverse incentive structures 
obvious ly lead to poor economic performance. 
The Nature of a Christian View of Economics 
A Christian view of economics should be consistent with a bibli-
cal explanation for the condition and environment of humanity. It 
must be based on scarcity and the insatiability of wants. A Christian 
view of economics requires an anthropological perspective that 
encompasses both the fact of sin and the fact that we are created in 
the image of our Maker. A correct economic system will deal in 
terms of justice as delineated in the Bible and shown in natural law 
not as the product of ressentiment generated by a distorted view of 
social justice. The five principles of the sociological condition of 
man are not meant to be exclusive of other postulates derived from 
Scripture that will affect political economy. They will, however, 
serve as a starting point for the development of an economic 
theory consistent with a Christian worldview. 
Christians should endeavor to live their lives in a manner that is 
pleasing to God. As much as it is possible we should be at peace 
with all men. The elect need to shine as lights in a world shrouded 
in darkness. The unfortunate truth is that God's children are in the 
minority, and the number of Christians who live in such a way as 
to glorify God is small indeed. It is unrealistic in a pluralistic society 
to expect individuals to act as though they were born from above 
and to live in conformity to the image of Christ. It is unrealistic to 
assume that unregenerate individuals will behave with altruistic 
motives and treat each other as they would have others treat 
themselves. A Christian view of economics is not primarily to teach 
believers how to behave in this world. Right behavior is of great 
importance, but a Christian view of economics goes beyond indi-
vidual behavior. To be of greatest service to humanity, a Christian 
view of economics must deal wit!i the world as it is, not as the way 
one would like it to be. 
Principles of a Christian View of Economics 
Economics is a way of thinking; it is a specific methodology. To 
derive principles of a Christian view of economics one begins with 
basic postulates of a Christian worldview and builds a system of 
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political economy from those axioms . One's way of approaching 
the economic problem of scarcity coupled with insatiability of 
wants (which itself derives from the fall) is tempered by one's 
worldview. Economics gives one a set of tools to use in making 
economic decisions. A Christian view of economic theory provides 
a correct and well-honed instrument for understanding economic 
reality and making consistent decisions. 
Scarcity is at the heart of all economic systems . Poverty is a 
direct result of the fall and of the consequences subsequently 
incurred. The entire creation longs for release from the constraints 
imposed at the fall (Rom. 8:20). How one answers the question of 
how best to allocate scarce resources29 is what economics is a lI 
about. In fact, the standard definition given in economics textbooks 
of economics is consistent with a Christian worldview. 30 
While the secular world defines the central tenet of economics 
correctly, the manner in which the problem is dealt with is fre-
quently faulty. The individual is pushed to the rear of the bus and 
does not reemerge until most of the pertinent economic questions 
have been answered. A proper emphasis is not placed on individu-
als and how they respond and react in the context of the economic 
sys tem. 3 1 A Christian view of the economic problem will place 
emphasis on the individual as a decisionmaker created in the image 
of God . The primacy of an individual's decisions will then be 
applied to developing an economic model32 that describes how the 
29. Resou rces a re a lso ca ll ed facto rs o f p roductio n a nd a re de fin ed as "the resources used 
to produce goods a nd services; they ca n be divided into three ca tego ries-land, la bor, a nd 
capital." Ruffin and Gregory, Principles, 33. 
30. A leading tex tbook de fi nes eco no mics as "th e stud y o f ho w a socie ty ch ooses to use 
its limited resources (lan d , labo r, and ca pita l goods) to produ ce, excha nge a nd con sum e 
goods and services." " conomics is the stud y o f h o w sca rce resources are a lloca ted a m o ng 
competing ends." Ruffin and Grego ry, Principles, 3, 1 1. 
31 . Socialism is the grea test example o f h ow in di vidu a l a re re lega ted to th e du stbins o f 
economic importance, bu t the same e rro r is m ade in ca pita li sti c a na lysis. Most sta nda rd tex t-
books begin their ana lysis wi th macroeconom ics (wh ich looks a t econ o mi cs fro m th e pe r-
spective of the entire e onomy) w itho ut a full unde rsta ndig o f microecon o mics (which pur-
port~ to explain the behavior of the indi vidu a l). He n ce, a n e ffo rt is m ade to unde rsta nd the 
whole withou t firs t understandi ng the pa rt s. The wh ole m ay no t a lways be th e sum o f it s 
parts, but it is ludi crous to expec t one to full y u nde rsta nd a n econ om ic sys tem o mposed o f 
individual economic agents withou t firs t unders tandig the agen ts the m se lves. The reason for 
thi~ ~tructure is tha t the \ tandard economic dogma den igra tes th e place o f the ind iv id ua l. 
32 . honomic modeh are necessary because of the com pl exi ty o f thee onom ic e nviro n -
ment. Humam do not have the abi lity to simu lt aneous ly process a ll th e da ta in a n y given 
e <. onom1<. ~ituation . Therefore one abstract\ l ro m economic rea lit y by ch <lOsi ng w ha t o n e 
believe~ are the most important economi variab les . O ne th en stud ies the hosen variab les in 
a n attempt to understand the <.om plex economi e n viro n ment. 
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world works. An economic model that places proper emphasi on 
the individual will suggest a market allocation of resources. 
However, a fundamentally free market does not imply libertarian 
anarchy. 33 A limited civil government does play a key role in an 
economic system based on a Christian worldview. 
Because the individual is central to a Christian understanding of 
economics, the incentive structure of the economic system will also 
be of central concern. Humans are rational beings and respond in 
more or less predictable ways. 34 The manner in which individuals 
are motivated must reflect the fact of indwelling sin. There are 
essentially two types of external incentives. 35 Individuals may be 
motivated positively or negatively. Positive motivations occur when 
individuals are given reward for their efforts. Reward in the eco-
nomic realm entails allowing economic agents to partake in. the fruits 
of their labors. One is remunerated according to the net additions 
to the economy. If one is productive, one receives the benefits from 
that productivity. If one fails to produce, no reward is forthcoming. 
Negative motivation occurs when punishment is meted out 
when a specific object is not obtained. There is little reward for 
exceeding the set objective, only punishment for failure and the 
consequential fear that is generated. Negative motivation gives 
rational beings little incentive to excel. It is rational simply to 
attempt to survive . Capitalism, for example, rewards in a positive 
fashion; a planned economy rewards in a negative way. 
To have a properly functioning incentive structure, the society 
must be free. Economic agents must be free to succeed or fail based 
on their use of resources in a competitive environment. When the 
incentive structure of an economic system is bound by regulation 
and government control, individuals cannot economize efficiently. 
They are unable to receive the full benefits of their work and hence 
33. What o ne does no t wa nt to do is to assume that m arke t a ll oca tio n o f resources is not 
compassio nate a nd he nce ca nn ot be co nsiste nt with a Chri sti a n w o rldview. If a n econo mic 
system restra ins economic growth, the syste m itse lf will lea d to furth er poverty or w ill sta nd 
in the w a y o f e limina ti o n of pove rt y. Good inte nti o ns abo ut th e redi stribut ion (th e 
econo mist 's wo rd fo r th eft ) o f incom e do no t lead to the desired result. See Charl es Mu rray, 
Losing Ground: A merican Socia l Pol icy 1950-1980 (New Yo rk : Basic, 1984 ). 
34 . So m e a re m o re o r som e less ra tio nal tha n o the rs! What is im porta nt is tha t o n ave r-
age individual s pe rfo rm in a predictable manne r. 
35 . This does not den y that there are inte rnal incentives which ma y m oti va te individuals 
to ma ke ce rta in econo mic decisions. However, mate ria l incentives a re the stro ngest m otiva t-
ing fa ctors in the eco no mi c realm . See E. Calvin Beisner, "Chri stian Econo mics: A System 
Whose Time Ha s Come?" a lecture de live red a t the confe re nce o n Chri stian Perspectives on 
the Free Ente rpri e Syste m, April 7, 1989, at Liberty Unive rsity. 
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are not able to adequately judge costs and benefits. Without eco-
nomic freedom it is likely that the cost for inefficient use of 
resources will be lower than if the producers were competing 
against each other. This leads to waste. Goods that could be pro-
duced are left unproduced. Wealth is created only as goods are pro-
duced. If goods are not produced, wealth is not created, and the 
world is poorer as a corollary. Poverty is extended. 
A free society with a limited civil government is favorable to 
making the most from the limited resources available. A fre e mar-
ket not only allows individuals to work to the glory of God, but 
also best restrains the corruption that results when political and 
economic power is concentrated in a few hands. In a free market, 
as economic profit36 accrues to an individual, other entrepreneurs 
are attracted to the industry. As these newcomers in the market 
begin to compete, they take demand away from the original pro ·· 
ducer. In this way economic power is restrained . 
A free market is the best system for harnessing the sinful nature 
of individuals to work for the good of society as a whole. By pursu-
ing tI:eir own se lf-interest individuals in a free-market economy 
are more likely to further the needs of society as a whole. Perhaps 
the most eloquent statement of thi s fact was made by Adam Smith 
over two hundred years ago: 
Every individual is continually exe rting him elf to find out the 
most advantageo us employment for whatever capital he ca n com-
mand. It is his own advantage, indeed, and not that ·Of society which 
he has in view. But the stud y of hi s own advantage naturall y, o r 
rather n cessari ly, lea ds him to pre fer that employment which is 
most advantageous to society ... . He inte nds his own ga in, and he is 
in this, as in many other cases, led by an invi sibl e hand to promote 
an end which was not part of hi s inte ntion. By pursuing hi s own 
interest he frequently promotes that o f socie ty m o re e ffectua ll y tha n 
when he rea lly intends to promote it. 37 
The now-famou "invi sible hand " was simply an elucidation of 
e onomi built from a hri stian worldview. 38 Soci ty is best 
36 . fconomic profit refers to a return over and a bove th a t nece~sary to induce an 
entrepreneur 10 remain in the bmine\~. 11 repre~en1 s a n "icing on the cake." 
37 Adam Smith , A11 /11q1111y into the atu re and Causes of the Wea/tit of atio11s ( ew York : 
Modern I ibra , y, 1937) , 423 . 
38 Adalll Smith wa~ not an e angelita l hri\li a n il\ 1hc 1erm i~ undcr\lOod 1oda . I le 
wa\ knowledgeable. lwwevc,, abou t Suipture, a nd hi~ worldview wa~ formed IO \Olllt' 
e x tent by the Hillie . See lllY unpubli\hed lllo nograph "The Epi ~telllology ol Adam Sllli th ." 
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served through the free market because individuals must compete 
in the marketplace for the business of their customers . If producers 
cannot serve the public with as low a price (and therefore with 
fewer resources) as their competitors they will be driven from the 
industry. The "loser" in the economic battle is then free to produce 
any type of good for which a demand exists. In this way maximum 
output is derived from the resources available . The more output is 
produced, the more wealth is created and hence the less poverty. 39 
In a free-market economy the fact of innate sinfulness is taken and 
used to promote the elimination of poverty. 
The appropriate question to ask when one is attempting to 
determine why one nation has more wealth than another nation is 
not What made the destitute nation poor? The proper q1:1estion is 
why more successful nations have material prosperity. This is anal-
ogous to the unregenerate asking how a loving God could allow an 
eternity in hell. The person who has met God through Christ Jesus 
asks, "How can a holy God save someone like me?" Part of the 
depraved nature is that one has a tendency toward envy. The natu-
ral economic condition is poverty. The history of the world is 
fraught with the story of how poverty has held humanity in its 
grasp . The anomaly is not that there are less-developed countries 
today, but that there are developed countries. A free-market econ-
omy has allowed the majority of individuals to partake in the pros-
perity that has come through the rational economy practiced by 
application of free-market principles. While capitalism has led and 
will continue to lead to some concentration of wealth, it has led to 
the eradication of poverty when its principles have been allowed to 
work. The wealth that is concentrated is wealth that did not exist 
before the market was allowed to function. 
Capitalism not only has placed wealth in the hands of workers, 
but also has ensured that the goods that are produced are those 
they desired. To be competitive in the marketplace each 
entrepreneur must be able to sell the good that is produced. 
Economic agents that buy the goods are those with purchasing 
power. Because a free market distributes the wealth generated 
39 . This ma y not be the case if the re is mo nopo li za ti o n o f a specific industry. By virtue o f 
its contro l over price the m onopo li st is able to res tri ct qua ntity and raise price. Thi m ay lead 
to econo mic profits in the lo ng run and concentratio n o f w ealth to the m o nopo list. If the 
m o nopo li st has ga ined the m a rke t positi on th ro ugh innova tion and success in the competi -
ti ve arena , it w o uld be unju st to ta ke th e result s o f hard w o rk a nd "redistribu te" it to 
ano ther party. 
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among those who have had a hand in its creation, the workers are 
able to demand the goods they desire and hence dictate what is 
produ ced. 40 
A free market is consistent with a Christian view of economic 
justice. There is a certain congruence between " ... biblical ju stice 
and econ omic effici ency. These two standards always yield the 
same results because God made spiritual and material reality con-
sistent with each other. "4 1 A redistributive system takes the pro-
duce of one individual and "assigns" it to another. A Christian 
concept of economic justice is to render to each according to hi s 
due. Each individual must be treated equally. There should be n o 
partiality in economic transactions. A free market distributes 
wealth according to one's contribution. Individuals may sometimes 
"feel " they are not receiving their "fair" share. They envy what 
others ha ve and desire it for themselves. This will induce the eco-
n omic agents in question to take measures to see that more wealth 
comes their wa y, that their slice of the economic pie is larger. It is 
quite possible that they will now receive more than what they pro-
duce . Economic justice has been violated because of envy. 
Covetousn ess is at the heart of economic redistribution. 
A free -market system for resource allocation is the economic 
system most consistent with a Christian worldview. However, one 
m ust keep in mind that the economic problem will not be solved 
by a sys tem . There are no magic solutions to the problem of 
scarcity. The core of the problem is sin. No economic system will 
cha nge human depravity. Even with conversion, the sinful nature 
rema ins; hence the individual must live under the leadership of the 
Holy Spirit to overcome the innate propensity to sin. A fre e market 
best dea ls with the fa ct of sinfulness, but it will not change it. 
Proponents of the Austrian School of economic thought are per-
haps th e grea test advocates of the free market. Yet, they " ... make 
the same nlightenment mistake, supposing that a technical solu -
tion, such as th re turn to the gold standard, will eliminate the 
evi l they have id en tified."42 The same rudimentary flaw is inher-
ent in th e logic of those wh o advocate Statism. "The basic assump-
tion justifying the extension o f governm ent power over economic 
40 . Obviously the laborer will not be th e o nl y one who has a n e ffe ctive demand . A free 
market will emure th a t a ll who h ave m ea ns will be a ble to purchase th e goods th ey va lue 
most highly. 
4 J Bei\ner, Pro~perity, xiii . 
42 SthltMberg, Idol~. I 05 . 
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life is the Enlightenment conviction that the people have the good-
ness and wisdom to control other people."43 Individuals are sinful 
and will abuse power. No economic system will remove scarcity. It 
is inherent in all of human existence. Neither capitalism nor social-
ism will change the results of the fall. The utopian solution all 
humanity dreams of will not be attainable until the eschatological 
climax of the age. 
An Example of a Christian View of Economics 
Minimum-wage legislation was enacted in 1938 with the pas-
sage of the Fair Labor Standards Act. The legislation requires that 
all workers in specified industries be paid at least the stated mini-
mum hourly rate of pay. The motive for passage of th~ act was 
humanitarian. The intention was to provide for the working poor. 
Some individuals certainly gained from the legislation. Those who 
retained their jobs after the passage of minimum-wage legislation 
were paid a higher wage. Economic theory suggests that as the 
wage rate increases, fewer workers will be hired. In human terms, 
that means more unemployment than would be the case if the 
market were allowed to determine the level of employment. Many 
individuals gained, but only at the expense of those who lost their 
jobs. The amount of wealth produced fell as output dropped 
because of higher input costs. Minimum-wage legislation is a nega-
tive sum game in the short run. 
The long-run consequences of minimum-wage iegislation have 
failed to receive adequate analysis. The secondary effects of the law 
have proved to be more detrimental than the initial effects. As 
years have passed not only have the redistributive effects of the 
law taken wealth from one individual and given it to another, but 
as a group, low-skilled individuals who were the initial beneficia-
ries have been harmed. 44 Entry-level jobs that might be used as 
"stepping stones" have been eliminated. Workers with low skills 
are priced out of the labor market. Hence, the door of opportunity 
is slammed in the faces of people without marketable skills. They 
are relegated to employment with very little possibility for 
advancement. It then becomes difficult to attain job experience . 
Certain work habits necessary for successful employment are best 
learned through simple experience. Because of minimum-wage 
43 . Ibid ., 126. 
44. Gwartney and Stroup, Microeconomics, 291-95. 
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legislation unemployment of low-skilled workers has been 
increased. 
A free-market perspective on the minimum wage might seem 
uncharitable to the uninitiated who make only a cursory analysis. 
If the market determines that wages are below what certain spe-
cial-interest groups, or even the general populace, believe is suffi-
cient, then wages simply appear too low. The basis for this appear-
ance is envy and covetousness. Failure to enact minimum-wage 
laws will not take income from the least productive members of 
society and distribute it to individuals with more skills. Total output 
will not fall if the laws are not enacted. The true basis for wealth is 
the output of a nation. Income is generated when output is pro-
duced. Therefore it follows that if output is not generated, wealth 
will not be created. If minimum-wage laws do not pass the 
Congress, low-skilled workers will not be priced out of the market. 
They will be able to gain access to entry-level jobs and gain work 
experience, thus making them productive members of society. If 
the market is allowed to determine wage rates, the most equitable 
result possible will emerge. The good intentions of legislators result 
in harmful consequences that fall upon the very individuals the 
laws were designed to help. A free market remains the most just 
economic system. A Christian worldview is consistent with a free 
market and in fact demands a free market. 
